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Chronic circulation decline: 
regional dailies succumb to 
metropolitan virus
Rod Kirkpatrick
The weekday editions of  metropolitan daily newspapers 
throughout Australia have been suffering chronic circulation 
decline for at least a quarter of  a century, but regional dailies 
seemed immune to the disease. In the 1990s this immunity 
seemed to end. This paper sets out to examine to what extent 
regional dailies have succumbed to the metropolitan virus and 
when it took hold. The examination will focus principally on 
the performance decade by decade over the past 50 years of  a 
select list of  eight regional dailies from the five states with such 
publications. Other regional dailies will be drawn into the study 
to highlight particular aspects of  the battle to hang on to old 
readers and to win new ones. In addition, a comparison will be 
made of  the circulation of  all regional dailies in 1990 and 2000 
in an effort to provide a more comprehensive gauge of  trends 
noted from the study sample. Historical context will be provided 
in an effort to suggest factors affecting the changes in circulation. 
The strategies that the newspapers have adopted to fight the 
decline will be explored.
Twenty-five years ago regional daily newspapers trumpeted that their circulations had risen, on average, 17.73 percent during the preceding decade. The regional dailies were reaching 12.8 
percent of  the national population (or about 1.7 million people) 
and attracting 4 percent of  total national advertising expenditure 
(B&T Weekly 1975, pp.29, 34). Between 1975 and 1985 regional 
daily circulations rose by 19.13 percent while metropolitan dailies 
lost circulation. The Regional Dailies of  Australia Ltd. successfully 
promoted the message in the seventies and eighties, and even in the 
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early nineties, that regional dailies were bucking the national trend 
toward declining circulation.1 For much of  this period, solid evidence 
supported this. News Ltd (1996, p.49) noted that even for the period 
1980-1995 in each state, except Tasmania, the regional dailies had 
fared considerably better than metropolitan dailies when it came to 
per capita consumption. In metropolitan areas, the circulation decline 
over the second half  of  the century can be viewed in two ways, as the 
two graphs that form Table 1 show: in isolation (see Graph 1) and in 
relation to population (see Graph 2). News Ltd (1996, p.46) produced 
these two graphs as part of  its response to the Government’s issues 
paper on cross-media ownership in 1996. Graph 1 shows the generally 
steady increases in average daily sales of  metropolitan newspapers 
from 1946to 1974 and the generally steady decline since. Graph 2 
charts the decline in the average daily sales of  mainland metropolitan 
newspapers per 1,000 head of  population over nearly 50 years. Apart 
from short-lived climbs in sales per capita in the late forties, mid-fifties 
and late sixties, the descent is a steady trend, from about 340 in 1946 
to about 125 in 1994 − or a decline of  63 percent. Between 1980 
and 1995, News Ltd (1996, p.42) noted that the sales volume of  
metropolitan newspapers fell from 26.2 million copies a week to 18.2 
million − a 31 percent drop that is effectively bigger because of  the 
population increase during that time. This is reflected in the fact 
that the number of  copies sold per head of  population each week 
fell from 180 per 100 in 1980 to 101 per 100 in 1995, a decrease of  
43 percent. During the second half  of  this 15-year period, all the 
metropolitan evening dailies closed.2 In addition, Perth lost a Sunday 
paper in 1985 and Brisbane in 1992. In Melbourne the joint-venture 
Sunday Press closed in 1989, to be replaced by three Sunday papers. 
One of  these closed in 1991. As Table 2 shows, Sydney’s population 
rose by 144.78 percent from 1950 to 1996 but the Herald’s circulation 
dropped 19.00 percent over the fifty years from 1950 whereas in 
Brisbane and Perth, although the circulations rose they were well short 
of  the population increases. The decline in metropolitan newspaper 
circulations is not peculiar to Australia. In the United States, weekday 
circulation of  newspapers is now at essentially the same level it 
was in 1955, yet national population has grown by 64 percent 
(Morton 1999, p.96).
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Table 1: Metropolitan newspaper circulation, 1940s to 1990s
Graph 1: Mainland metropolitan newspapers –
average daily circulation Mon.-Sun.
Graph 2: Mainland metropolitan newspapers −
average daily sale per 1000 population
Source: News Ltd (1996, p.46).
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Table 2: Circulation: three metropolitan dailies, 1950-20003 
Title   1950   1960   1970   1980   1990   2000 Percentage
       variation
Sydney 321,000 297,000  285,000 258,000 262,000 260,000 - 19.00
Morning
Herald
Courier- 192,000 234,000 255,000 270,000 248,000 241,000 + 25.52
Mail,
Brisbane
West 114,000 155,000 208,000 255,000 255,000 245,000 + 114.91
Australian,
Perth
The eight selected papers: how they performed
The newspapers chosen to be the primary focus of  this study 
are: the Kalgoorlie Miner (Western Australia); The Advocate, Burnie 
(Tasmania); The Standard, Warrnambool, and The Courier, Ballarat 
(Victoria); the Daily Advertiser, Wagga Wagga, and the Northern Star, 
Lismore (New South Wales); and The Chronicle, Toowoomba, and the 
Cairns Post (Queensland). They have been selected to provide, in the 
case of  the three most populous states, one inland and one coastal 
paper. Tasmania has only two regional dailies and Western Australia, 
one. In 1950 there were 16 metropolitan dailies (including the Canberra 
Times) and thirty-nine regional dailies (twenty of  them in New South 
Wales). In 2000 there are two national dailies, twelve metropolitan 
dailies and thirty-seven regional dailies. Eight of  today’s regional dailies 
either did not exist or were not issued as dailies in 1950.4
The circulation of  each of  the eight papers selected for the 
primary focus of  this study was greater in 2000 than in 1950, but that 
statement hides more than it reveals.5 The papers struck different 
obstacles in different decades. Over the fifty years the Cairns Post 
recorded the largest percentage increase (143.66), slightly ahead of  
the Warrnambool Standard’s (137.43). The circulation figures decade 
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by decade reveal that, with one exception, steady increases occurred 
until about the beginning of  the nineties (see Table 3). The exception 
was at Kalgoorlie, where a serious loss of  district population caused 
by the slump in goldmining in the 1950s led to a 14.64 percent 
circulation slump at the Miner between 1950 and 1960 and further 
declines in the sixties and seventies (King 1995, pp.141-142). In the 
eighties, only one of  the eight papers − Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser 
− lost circulation, whereas, in the nineties, six lost circulation. In the 
search for when the decline set in, the author found that five of  the 
papers had increased their circulation from 1990 to 1995, but all eight 
papers had lost circulation from 1995 to 2000 − the Kalgoorlie Miner 
had the biggest loss (17.89 percent) and Warrnambool’s Standard the 
smallest (1.38).6 This finding prompted a year-by-year study of  the 
figures from 1995-2000 to highlight the descent (see Table 4). Seven 
of  the papers lost circulation in 1995-96, with the only gain being a 
minuscule one at Warrnambool (nine sales). In 1996-97, six papers 
lost circulation, and two made tiny gains (105 and 23). In 1997-98, 
four lost circulation, and four made gains (427, 97, 43 and 29). 
In 1998-99, seven lost circulation and one made a gain (68). In 
1999-2000, all eight papers lost circulation. 
It would be unwise to generalise about the causes of  the circulation 
losses. Take Wagga Wagga, for instance. In 2000 the Daily Advertiser 
is 1,200 behind the circulation it had attained in 1980 (16,271). The 
circulation performance since 1995 looks dismal on the surface: for 
example, 15,721 in 1995, 15,404 in 1996, and 15,174 in 1997. What 
has been happening in Wagga Wagga? In August 1996 the Member 
of  Wagga Wagga, Joe Schipp, said the city had effectively lost 1,000 
jobs during the previous 16 months, costing the region as much as 
$90 million a year.7 Many of  those job losses resulted from the scaling 
down of  state government activities in the city. Since then, private 
enterprise job losses have been significant; for example, Laminex 
laid off  75 workers in July 1998, Moore Paragon printing closed in 
September 1998, with 91 jobs lost; and Riverina Wool Combing made 
33 workers redundant in November 1998. The size of  the Army and 
Air Force bases in Wagga Wagga has decreased substantially in recent 
years.8 Another consideration is the fact that the Daily Advertiser is 
publishing fewer pages and charging more. In September 1992, the 
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Advertiser published 1,316 pages; in October 1998, 1,200 pages. 
For September-November 1999, the paging was down 216 pages 
on the corresponding period in 1998. The minimum size that the 
Advertiser publishes was dropped from 32 to 28 pages in mid-1999 and 
“Tuesday’s newspaper and even most Thursdays have been extremely 
thin ever since”, says editor Michael McCormack. The cover price 
has doubled since 1990: 50c to $1, including GST. This has mean 
that, despite the circulation decline, revenue from newspaper sales 
continues to increase. It was up from $1,730,432 in 1995-96 to 
$1,950,968 in 1998-99 (McCormack 2000a).
The year-by-year examination of the 1995-2000 period prompted 
another comparison, this time between percentage variations in 
circulation from 1950-70, 1970-90 and 1995-2000 (see Table 5). 
From 1950-70, seven of the eight papers recorded circulation 
increases, four of them greater than 30 percent. The Warrnambool 
Standard’s circulation jumped 63.65 percent. The exception was 
the Kalgoorlie Miner where circulation fell by 15.87 percent 
(population fell 3,000). The Toowoomba Chronicle faced daily 
competition for much of the period between 1955 and 1970, from 
the Darling Downs Star with which it amalgamated in October 
1970. The Chronicle’s circulation performance was much stronger 
in the seventies and eighties than in the previous two decades. From 
1970-90, six of the newspapers recorded circulation increases of 
more than 20 percent with The Chronicle jumping 69.15 percent 
and the Cairns Post, 63.44 percent. The Daily Advertiser, Wagga 
Wagga, fell by 1.30 percent. The Kalgoorlie Miner dropped back 
from six issues a week to five in May 1976 when its Perth-based 
owners began printing it in the capital.9 The profusion of circulation 
positives in the 1950-90 period was replaced by a horde of negatives 
from 1995-2000: the increases of up to 69 percent were replaced 
by decreases of up to 17 percent (see Table 4).
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Table 3: Circulation, decade by decade, 1950 to 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 12,400 14,192 16,666 21,069 27,239 30,214
Toowoomba The Chronicle 16,390 17,216 17,865 24,344 30,219 28,392
 (Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 13,113 13,387 14,970 19,628 22,410 17,515
Wagga Wagga Daily 10,863 11,332 15,486 16,271 15,278 15,045
 (NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 13,863 15,978 18,306 21,561 22,886 20,354
Warrnambool The Standard  5,480  7,206  8,968 10,838 12,781 13,011
 (Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 14,321 17,540 21,334 25,091 26,170 24,809
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie  7,997 6,826  6,728 5,785 7,846  6,677
 (WA) Miner
Table 4: Circulation, year by year, 1995 to 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 31,388 31,089 30,466 30,893 30,755 30,214
Toowoomba The Chronicle 30,428 30,188 29,114 28,614 29,189 28,392
 (Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 20,612 20,024 19,212 18,136 18,057 17,515
Wagga Wagga Daily 15,721 15,404 15,174 15,271 15,339 15,045
 (NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 20,964 20,931 20,954 20,894 20,846 20,354
Warrnambool The Standard 13,194 13,203 13,308 13,351 13,021 13,011
 (Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 26,052 26,008 25,455 25,484 24,957 24,809
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie  8,132  7,921  7,785 7,555  7,124  6,677
 (WA) Miner
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Table 5: Circulation, percentage variations 
Town (State) Title of paper 1950-1970 1970-1990 1990-1995 1995-2000
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post + 14.45 + 63.44 + 15.23 - 3.74
Toowoomba (Qld) The Chronicle +  9.00 + 69.15 +  0.69 - 5.94
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star + 14.16 + 49.70 -  8.02 - 15.03
Wagga Wagga Daily Advertiser + 42.56 -  1.30 +  2.90 -  4.30
(NSW)
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier + 32.05 + 25.02 -  8.40 -  2.91
Warrnambool The Standard + 63.65 + 42.52 +  3.23 - 1.38
(Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate + 48.97 + 22.67 -  0.45 -  4.77
Kalgoorlie (WA) Kalgoorlie Miner - 15.87 + 16.62 +  3.65 - 17.89
Comparison of  other regional dailies
The across-the-board decline in circulation for the eight selected 
newspapers from 1995 to 2000 prompted a comparison of  the 
circulation of  all regional dailies in 1990 with those published in 2000 
(see Table 6). It was also decided to examine a sample of  10 regional 
dailies year by year during the 1995-2000 period to discover whether 
the noted downward trend applied to them, too (see Table 8). Only 
eight of  the thirty-five regional dailies10 made sales gains between 
1990 and 2000. Five were from Queensland (Cairns, Townsville, 
Gladstone, Sunshine Coast and Gold Coast), two from Victoria 
(Warrnambool and Shepparton) and one from NSW (Newcastle). The 
best and the worst results for this comparison were recorded by two 
of  the four afternoon dailies that switched to morning publication 
between 1984 and 1990 even as their metropolitan counterparts were 
in their death throes.11 Shepparton’s News, which became a daily 
(afternoon) on 3 July 1972 and switched to morning publication in 
August 1990, recorded the biggest increase (22.40 percent), and 
the Maitland Mercury, a morning daily since 1989, recorded the 
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biggest decrease (26.95 percent). The Goulburn Post had, in effect, 
an even worse result than the Mercury: the Post became a tri-weekly 
in November 1996 after its circulation had fallen 32.20 percent in 
the 10 years from 1985 (it had become a morning daily in 1987). At 
Dubbo the Daily Liberal, a morning paper since 1984, lost 19.45 
percent of  its sales from 1990 to 2000. The Shepparton daily clearly 
outperformed its former afternoon colleagues from the seventies to 
the present, as Table 7 shows. Close behind Shepparton’s News among 
the top circulation performers in the 1990s was the Gold Coast 
Bulletin (21.78 percent). The smallest increase was the Warrnambool 
Standard’s 1.80 percent. The average rise was 10.26 percent. Apart 
from the Maitland Mercury, three other papers experienced declines 
of  more than 20 percent: the Daily Examiner, Grafton, the Northern 
Star, Lismore, and the Northern Daily Leader, Tamworth. All four 
papers with declines of  more than 20 percent are based in NSW, 
where the only regional daily that increased circulation was the 
biggest, the Newcastle Herald (3.01 percent). The twelve NSW 
dailies whose circulation slumped in the nineties recorded average 
decreases of  16.32 percent, whereas the nine Queensland dailies 
in a similar situation averaged losses of  8.89 percent. Nationally, 
the average decrease of  the twenty-seven papers with negative 
performances was 12.36 percent. The eight papers whose circulation 
improved gained a total of  18,378 sales per day and the twenty-seven 
whose circulation declined lost 46,130 sales a day. The overall average 
performance was a decline of  7.19 percent, a result that the regionals 
would not have thought possible 15 years ago.
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Table 6: Circulation of  all regional dailies, 1990 and 2000
City where daily Circulation in Circulation in Variation in Percentage
published 1990 2000 sales variation
Bundaberg (Qld) 13,019 11,885 -  1,134 -  8.71
Cairns 27,239 30,214 +  2,975 + 10.92
Gladstone  6,943  7,588 +     645 +  9.29
Gold Coast 36,388 44,313 +  7,925 + 21.78
Gympie  5,502  5,230 -     272 -   4.94
Ipswich 16,852 13,711 -  3,141 - 18.64
Mackay 17,563 16,475 -  1,088 -  6.19
Maroochydore 20,575 21,521 +     946 +  4.60
Maryborough  9,551  8,744 -     807 -  8.45
Mount Isa  4,130  4,019 -     111 -  2.69
Rockhampton 22,781 19,715 -  3,066 - 13.46
Toowoomba 30,219 28,392 -  1,827 -  6.05
Townsville 26,607 28,804 +  2,197 +  8.26
Warwick  5,343  Not available   
Albury (NSW) 27,383 26,790 -     593 -  2.17
Bathurst  5,627  4,631 -     996 - 17.70
Broken Hill  8,051  6,510 -  1,541 - 19.14
Dubbo  7,366  5,933 -  1,433 - 19.45
Goulburn  5,019 Now a tri-weekly Not applicable Not applicable
Grafton  7,949  5,959 - 1,990 - 25.03
Lismore 22,410 17,515 -  4,895 - 21.84
Maitland 6,693  4,889 -  1,804 - 26.95
Newcastle 51,158 52,700 +  1,542 +  3.01
Orange  6,783  5,533 -   1,250 - 18.43
Tamworth 11,578  9,200 -  2,378 - 20.54
Tweed Heads  7,231  6,182 -  1,049 - 14.51
Wagga Wagga 15,278 15,045 -     233 - 1.53
Wollongong 36,327 33,205 -  3,122 -  8.59
Ballarat (Vic.) 22,886 20,354 -  2,532 - 11.06  
Bendigo 16,267 14,765 -  1,502 -  9.23
Geelong 32,650 28,751 -  3,899 - 11.94
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Mildura  8,942  7,921 -  1,021 - 11.42
Shepparton  8,561 10,479 +  1,918 + 22.40
Warrnambool 12,781 13,011 +    230 +  1.80
Burnie (Tas.) 26,170 24,809 -  1,361 -  5.20
Launceston 38,450 36,534 -  1,916 -  4.98
Kalgoorlie (WA)  7,846 6,677 -  1,169 - 14.90
Table 7: Circulation, 1970-2000: the four afternoon dailies that 
switched to morning publication*
Newspaper 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000
Daily Liberal, 4,274 4,886 6,153 6,475 7,366 6,165 5,933
Dubbo
Goulburn Post 6,291 6,362 6,215 5,724 5,019 3,970 4,106
Maitland 7,465 7,742 7,915 7,933 6,693 5,645 4,889
Mercury
The News, Not issued daily 6,572 7,398 7,394 8,561 10,117 10,479
Shepparton until 1972
* Circulation figures in bold are those for when the daily has become a morning publica-
tion; the shaded box indicates that the Goulburn Post had become a tri-weekly.
Of  the 10 newspapers selected for the year-by-year focus on 
1995-2000, two − the Newcastle Herald and the Gold Coast Bulletin 
− now have higher circulations than two metropolitan dailies, the 
Canberra Times and the Northern Territory News.12 Six of  the 10 
newspapers in this extra sample lost circulation between 1995 and 
2000 (see Table 8). One, the Northern Daily Leader, formerly one of  
the most prosperous of  regional dailies, lost 10.98 percent. The four 
that gained circulation were: the Gold Coast Bulletin, 11.88 percent; 
the Newcastle Herald, 9.47 percent (it began gaining only after 
it switched from broadsheet to tabloid format on 27 July 1998); 
The News, Shepparton, 5.15 percent; and the Border Mail, Albury-
Wodonga, 3.43 percent. Of  these, only the Shepparton paper could 
be regarded as “a typical regional daily”. The Gold Coast is one of  
the fastest-growing regions in Australia; Newcastle is the centre of  
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a conurbation that includes Lake Macquarie and the Hunter Valley, 
and its newspaper has long been the biggest-circulating regional daily 
in Australia; and Albury-Wodonga, sprawled across the New South 
Wales and Victorian border, is part of  the only designated regional 
growth centre from the 1970s that did actually grow significantly. 
Since 21 August 2000, the Border Mail has published a North-East 
Victoria edition, in addition to its Albury-Wodonga edition (PANPA 
Bulletin 2000a, p.11). Incidentally, the circulations of  another two 
relatively recent converts to the tabloid format, the Townsville 
Bulletin (27 October 1997) and the Bendigo Advertiser (29 June 
1998), have begun climbing after having been sliding since the mid 
and early eighties, respectively. The Townsville paper jumped by 10.01 
percent in the first full six-month audit period after the change (to 
30 June 1998), and has climbed another 5.47 percent since (a total 
of  3,979 sales in less than three years). The Bendigo Advertiser, 
although improving, has been much more sluggish: its sales increased 
only 421 (2.93 percent) during the two years since the change. In 
all, however, the 10 sampled papers confirm the generally negative 
circulation performances of  regional dailies in the 1995-2000 
period.
Table 8: Circulation: 10 other selected regional dailies, 1995 
and 2000
Title Circulation, Circulation, Percentage
 1995 2000 variation
Morning Bulletin 21,474 19,715 -  8.19
Bundaberg News-Mail 12,828 11,885 -  7.35
Gold Coast Bulletin 39,607 44,313 + 11.88
Newcastle Herald 48,140 52,700 +  9.47
Daily Liberal, Dubbo 6,165 5,933 -  3.76
Northern Daily Leader, Tamworth 10,335 9,200 - 10.98
Border Mail, Albury-Wodonga 25,901 26,790 +  3.43
The News, Shepparton 9,966 10,479 +  5.15
Geelong Advertiser 30,768 28,751 -  6.56
The Examiner, Launceston 38,113 36,534 -  4.14
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Significant changes
Several significant factors in the day-to-day management, 
production and distribution of  newspapers have changed in the fifty 
years under study and need to be considered in this discussion. These 
included the technology of  not only production but also of  editorial 
input; the size (or paging) of  the newspapers; their format; their 
ownership; and the cover price. 
Technology
From the late sixties until the end of  the seventies, regional 
daily newspapers throughout Australia ditched letterpress printing 
and hot-metal typesetting in favour of  web offset printing and 
computerised photocomposition (the change to offset was made 
at Burnie’s Advocate in 1968, Lismore’s Star 1970, Wagga Wagga’s 
Advertiser 1975, Ballarat’s Courier 1975, Cairns’s Post 1978, and 
Toowoomba’s Chronicle 1979). Many newspapers converted from a 
broadsheet format to tabloid at the same time. The Northern Star 
was an exception. This technological revolution − which brought 
greatly enhanced pictorial reproduction and flexibility with artwork 
for advertising − was so costly for some small dailies that some ended 
a century or so of  family ownership and joined a corporate enterprise 
that could afford the huge outlay needed. The Hocking family, which 
had owned the Kalgoorlie Miner for seventy-five years, sold it in 
1970 to the Perth-based West Australian Newspapers, a subsidiary 
of  the Herald & Weekly Times Ltd. Six Queensland regional dailies 
banded together to form Provincial Newspapers (Qld.) Ltd. and they 
installed their first offset press at their smallest paper, the Warwick 
Daily News in 1971. Only two of  the eight regional dailies selected 
as the primary focus of  this study are now independently owned: 
Burnie’s Advocate and Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser. Metropolitan 
groups own Warrnambool’s Standard (Fairfax), the Kalgoorlie Miner 
(WAN) and the Cairns Post (News Ltd.). In the 1980s and 1990s, 
the technology of  newspaper production and editorial input have 
undergone further revolutions which have contributed greatly to the 
ability of  publishers to centralise printing operations and to produce 
newspapers with much bigger pages.
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Paging
Since the advent of  television, the edition sizes of  metropolitan 
newspapers have increased dramatically, presenting another yardstick 
of  newspaper “growth” other than circulation. Between 1948 and 
1990, Brisbane’s Courier-Mail grew in paging, or edition size, 
nine times, Melbourne’s Sun grew four times and its Age, seven 
times (Kirkpatrick 1995, p.208). Between 1951 and 1976 the West 
Australian and the Canberra Times both grew more than fourfold 
(Goot 1979, p.25) Regional dailies have increased markedly in paging, 
too. Toowoomba’s Chronicle, for instance, increased its paging by 
more than 390 percent between 1944 and 1990, and Albury’s Border 
Mail increased its paging by more than 310 percent from 1948 to 
1990 (Kirkpatrick 1995, p.258), Wagga Wagga’s Daily Advertiser 
has been diminishing in size since 1992, as is explained later in 
this paper.
Cover prices
On average the price of  Australian newspapers before the 1970s 
increased only once or twice in any decade (Goot 1979, p.17). During 
the seventies, metropolitan dailies increased their price at least 
five times. The regionals followed much the same path, as can be 
seen from the price changes at the Wagga Wagga Daily Advertiser. It 
increased its cover price (from twopence) to threepence in January 
1951, to fourpence in December 1956, fivepence in December 1964, 
sixpence in January 1966 (this stayed the same, 5c, when decimal 
currency was introduced a month later), 7c in June 1970, 8c in June 
1973, 10c in July 1974, 12c in June 1975, 15c in June 1977, 20c 
in February 1980, 25c in October 1981, 30c in July 1982, 40c in 
December 1985, 45c in May 1987, 50c in June 1990, 60c in April 1992, 
70c in March 1994, 80c in January 1996, 90c in April 1999 and $1 
with the advent of  the GST in July 2000. The Saturday edition carried 
a different price (70c) from the weekday editions from October 1993 
to February 1994, and from September 1996: 90c, rising to $1 in 
August 1998, $1.20 in April 1999, and $1.30 since the GST in July 
2000. The Audit Bureau of  Circulations has listed the cover price 
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of  member publications only since the October 1985-March 1986 
audit period. The average weekday price of  the eight selected regional 
dailies has trebled − from 30c to 90c − in the 15 years since (see 
Table 9). Price differentiation between the weekday and Saturday 
issues became the norm at the end of  the eighties. Saturday issues 
generally more than doubled in price during the nineties (e.g. the 
Cairns Post from 50c to $1.10). The frequency of  price increases 
means that circulation sales revenue continues to rise even if  
circulation is dropping, as at the Wagga Wagga Advertiser (McCormack 
2000a). The Townsville Bulletin recorded a 52.7 percent jump in 
circulation sales revenue, from $3,927,000 to $5,994,000, between 
1994-95 and 1999-2000, while its circulation rose by 9.78 percent. 
The Bulletin installed a $27 million state-of-the-art print centre during 
that time and the paper changed from a mono broadsheet to a 
process-colour tabloid (Devine 2000).
Table 9: Cover prices of  the select eight newspapers, 1985, 1990 
and 2000
Town (State) Title of paper 1985: 1990: 1990: 2000: 2000:
  each day weekdays Saturday weekdays Saturday
Cairns (Qld) Cairns Post 30c 40c 50c 80c $1.10
Toowoomba The Chronicle 30c 50c 50c 95c $1.25
(Qld)
Lismore (NSW) Northern Star 30c 45c 45c 85c $1.45
Wagga Wagga Daily 40c 50c 50c 90c $1.20
(NSW) Advertiser
Ballarat (Vic.) The Courier 30c 40c 40c 80c $1.20
Warrnambool The Standard 30c 40c 40c 90c $1.10
(Vic.)
Burnie (Tas.) The Advocate 30c 45c 50c 95c $1.05
Kalgoorlie Kalgoorlie 15c 30c* 30c 65c $1.00
(WA) Miner
* The Kalgoorlie Miner appeared Tuesday to Saturday in 1990, as it had since May 1976 
when printing of the paper shifted to Perth. It reintroduced a Monday edition during the 
October 1990-March 1991 audit period. The 2000 prices are to 30 June (pre-GST).
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Comparison with population
To obtain a basic yardstick against which to measure circulation 
performance, the author turned to population statistics for the 
cities in which the eight selected newspapers have their publication 
bases. The figures obtained for each centre can vary from decade to 
decade, according to the boundaries used by the Australian Bureau 
of  Statistics. No Census was taken in 1951, but population estimates 
are available for 1950. The latest Census was taken in 1996. Thus, the 
population figures (see Table 10) are for 1950, 1961, 1971, 1981, 1991 
and 1996. Table 11, comparings circulation and population over the 
half-century, This table indicates clearly that even in regional centres 
circulation of  the local daily newspaper has been falling significantly 
behind the increases in population. For example, the circulation of  the 
Daily Advertiser rose by 38.50 percent over the 50 years while Wagga 
Wagga’s population rose by 151.46 percent to 1996. Warrnambool is 
the city where circulation increases for the local daily have been more 
closely in step with population increases than in any of  the eight 
cities: circulation up 137.43 percent, population up 145.78 percent. 
It should be remembered, too, that the regional cities themselves are 
merely the prime circulation area − not the total circulation area − 
for the local daily. For example, at Burnie The Advocate’s circulation 
rose by 73.24 percent over 50 years while the city’s population rose 
by only 53.07 percent. The paper has eight municipalities, in its major 
circulation area (B&T Weekly 1986, p.12). 
Table 10: Population: decade by decade
City 1950 1961 1971 1981 1991 1996 % increases
 (est.) Census Census Census Census Census 1950-96
Cairns 18,000 25,204 30,226 39,096 64,481 92,273 412.63
Toowoomba 37,500 50,134 59,524 66,698 75,873 83,350 122.27
Lismore 16,630   18,935 20,904 34,020 27,245 28,280  70.05
Wagga Wagga 17,040 22,092 28,905 47,399 40,839 42,848 151.46
Ballarat 42,050 54,880 58,626 54,526 65,002 64,831  54.18
Warrnambool 10,600 15,702 18,780 21,414 23,942 26,052 145.78
Burnie 12,500 14,201 20,087 19,994 20,510 19,134  53.07
Kalgoorlie 24,000 21,773 20,865 26,688 25,033 28,087  17.03
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Table 11: Circulation and population: variations over half  a 
century
City Pop. Circ. Pop. Circ. Pop. Circ.
 1950 1950 1996 2000 increase variation
     (%) (%)
Cairns 18,000 12,400 92,273 30,214 412.63 + 143.66
Toowoomba 37,500 16,390 83,350 28,392 122.27 + 73.23
Lismore 16,630 13,113 28,280 17,515  70.05 + 33.57
Wagga 17,040 10,863 42,848 15,045 151.46 + 38.50
Wagga
Ballarat 42,050 13,863 64,831 20,354  54.18 + 46.82
Warrnambool 10,600  5,480 26,052 13,011 145.78 + 137.43
Burnie 12,500 14,321 19,134 24,809  53.07 + 73.24
Kalgoorlie 24,000  7,997 28,087  6,677  17.03 -  16.51
Factors contributing to the circulation decline
A wide range of  headings may be considered when attempting to 
find factors contributing to the decline in the circulations of  most 
regional daily newspapers over the second half  of  the twentieth 
century. This paper will focus mainly on the pace of  social change, 
television, free newspapers and online newspapers. 
Pace of  social change
Social scientist Hugh Mackay wrote in 1993 that Australians, in 
the final quarter of  the twentieth century, had been “plunged into 
a period of  unprecedented social, cultural, political, economic and 
technological change in which the Australian way of  life is being 
radically redefined”.
Everything from the roles of  men and women, through marriage and the 
family to the structure of  the labour market, the party political process, 
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the Constitution and the racial and cultural composition of  our society 
is being questioned. Whether we realise it or not, all Australians 
are becoming New Australians as we struggle partly to adapt to the 
changes going on around us, and partly to shape them to our own 
liking (Mackay 1993, p.6).
Calling this the Age of  Anxiety or “The Big Angst”, Mackay 
(1993, pp.15, 17-18) suggested the seeds for this were sown twenty 
years earlier. Since the 1970s there had been hardly an institution or 
a convention of  Australian life that had not been subject either to 
serious challenge or to radical change, he wrote. “The social, cultural, 
political and economic landmarks which we have traditionally used 
as reference points for defining the Australian way of  life have either 
vanished, been eroded or shifted.” Australians had had to cope with 
too much change, too quickly and on too many fronts. One of  the 
changes has been that there is now a much higher percentage of  
women in the workforce; e.g. 32 percent in 1970 and 53 percent in 
1990 (Mackay 1993, p.27). Another is the speed with which Australians 
are adapting to the Internet and making regular use of  it. By the end 
of  2000 65 percent of  Australians were expected to have accessed 
the Internet (Dover 2000). What newspapers are doing about the 
Internet is explored more fully below.
An example of  the social change occurring comes from the NSW 
north coast region centring on Lismore. The Northern Star has found 
that since the hippie movement adopted the local centre of  Nimbin as 
a base in the seventies, the demographics of  the region have changed 
dramatically. The coastal rush began in the eighties, giving Byron 
Bay and Ballina (and its hinterland) sufficient growth to fracture the 
economic base of  the region that had long had Lismore as its base. 
“Simple things like an airport at Ballina, a series of  floods in Lismore 
and a big shopping centre in Ballina have changed things in the last 
decade,” says current Northern Star editor Dean Gould (2000). In his 
view, the population is “extremely fractured and contrary”, making 
“pitching to the mass market difficult”. The difficulty of  winning the 
local population to the Star’s reading list is reflected in the number 
of  editors at the paper during the 1990s: Doug Parrington, Richard 
Jones, Steve Gibbons and Dean Gould. Before 1988, the Star had had 
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two editors in 39 years. Gould says the region is “so fragmented and so 
full of  earnest causes that every stance is a minority one”.
Television
Television transmission began in Australian in 1956 − in Sydney 
and Melbourne − just before the Melbourne Olympics.13 It gradually 
spread to other capitals before regional television stations began 
broadcasting from December 1961 (Jones and Bednall 1982, pp.2-3). 
Colour transmission began on 1 March 1975. A falling away in the 
growth of  newspaper sales was evident as early as 1954, two years 
ahead of  the arrival of  television (Goot 1979, p.25). Even in 1959, 
when there were half  a million television licences, these were held 
almost exclusively in NSW and Victoria.14 Newspaper circulations in 
1976 were greater than in 1971. Aggregation, or the combining of  a 
number of  regional television markets, was implemented from 1989 
to 1994. Each channel was affiliated with either the Seven, Nine or 
Ten network. It meant that regional viewers were given the choice 
of  three commercial channels, something capital-city dwellers had 
enjoyed for more than a quarter of  a century. From a news viewpoint, 
it meant that the local TV news was now a regional service attempting 
to satisfy a much wider audience. In short, it was less “local”. The 
major impact aggregation had was on the advertising revenue of  
regional newspapers because rural TV operators “cut rates to very 
keen levels” in the highly competitive markets (Sykes 1992, p.71). 
The local newspaper’s ability to serve local information needs has 
been further strengthened in recent years by the increasing level of  
networking − and reduced amount of  localism − on regional radio 
stations. The concerns about this trend are the subject of  a federal 
parliamentary inquiry announced in September (ABC 2000a). 
In addition, a recent submission to the Australian Broadcasting 
Authority’s review of  radio planning in the Wagga Wagga region 
has sought an increase in the coverage area for community radio 
stations to compensate for the loss of  localism in commercial 
radio (ABC 2000b).
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Free newspapers
The technological changes mentioned earlier have facilitated the 
growth of  “free” newspapers. Many regional dailies publish a “free” 
weekly themselves to compete against an existing “free” or to help 
discourage the emergence of  such a publication. There are attractive 
economies of  scale for a daily publishing an additional paper, and 
cheap advertising deals can be struck for those who wish to advertise 
in both the paid daily and free weekly. These deals make it more 
difficult for outside weeklies to survive. Examples of  regional dailies 
that publish free weeklies are: The Chronicle, Toowoomba (publishes 
the Star); the Daily Mercury, Mackay (Mackay Midweek); Sunshine Coast 
Daily, Maroochydore (Sunshine Coast Weekly and Noosa News); the 
Townsville Bulletin (Townsville Sun); the Gold Coast Bulletin (Gold Coast Sun 
and Hinterland Sun); the Northern Star, Lismore (North Coast Advocate, 
Ballina, Byron Shire News, Rivertown Times, Evans Head, and Richmond 
River Express Examiner, Casino and Kyogle); the Newcastle Herald 
(four separate editions of  the Post − Hunter, Eastern, Western, and 
Newcastle); the Maitland Mercury (Hunter Valley Star News, Maitland; 
and The Advertiser, Cessnock); the Daily Advertiser, Wagga Wagga 
(Riverina Leader); and The Standard, Warrnambool (Western Weekly). 
Even so, in a number of  these cities, such as Mackay, Newcastle 
and Lismore, there are opposition free papers. In Cairns, the paid-
circulation daily Post faces competition for advertising from the free 
Sun, with a distribution of  45,612, delivered to every letterbox in the 
city. The Barfly, a street magazine aimed at the clubs and pubs scene 
in Cairns, is dropped in bundles at key locations and so readership 
is difficult to determine (Schutt 2000). The volume of  advertising 
carried by the free newspapers makes it obvious that any view of  the 
performance of  the regional dailies that limits itself  to circulation 
figures of  the paid newspapers does not square up well with the 
bottom-line performance of  the publishers of  those dailies.
Online newspapers
Even though by early 2000 almost 50 percent of  Australian 
adults had accessed the Internet, as opposed to 32 percent in 1998 
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(Dover 2000, p.51), an international study of  newspapers on the 
Internet has shown:
Websites are beginning to show a profit; the pace of  development 
is still slow; websites are as varied as newspapers; websites aren’t 
all that new any more; many sites are still not as current as other 
news sources; the Internet isn’t replacing the printed product; 
most websites are not autonomous; limited resources are being 
deployed; the Web offers opportunities for journalistic enterprise; 
and the advertising potential is not yet being fulfilled (PANPA 
Bulletin 2000b).
Most regional dailies have merely dipped their toes into online 
journalism, for as Eric Beecher, CEO of  Text Media says, “there is 
almost no Internet business in the world today where consumers 
are prepared to pay for content” (Banham 2000, p.10). At Wagga 
Wagga, the Daily Advertiser has no website and no immediate plans to 
generate online business. At Lismore, the Northern Star has nothing 
but a single page site linked to the APN website. Plans to develop an 
innovative community website have struck internal obstacles (Gould 
2000). At Warrnambool, since 1996 The Standard has made available 
on line the top half-dozen local news and sports stories each day 
(Pech 2000). . It is wary, having seen another newspaper lose a lot of  
advertising by going online (McCormack 2000b). The Cairns Post, for 
example, said in November 2000 that it was “currently developing an 
Internet site” that should be running in the first half  of  2001 (Schutt 
2000). At Burnie The Advocate has a website with today’s and recent 
news, editorial, classified, real estate, advertising rates, history and 
community services links. 
Strategies to combat declining circulations
Newspapers have adopted a number of  strategies to combat the 
declining circulations. Among them are incentives for people to have 
their local paper home-delivered every day, direct involvement by 
the newspaper in community activities either in an administrative or 
financial manner, the Newspapers in Education program, editorial 
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strategies and competitions that generally involve buying multiple 
copies of  the newspaper.
Home delivery
Because newspapers have come to regard high rates of  home 
delivery as crucial to retaining and improving circulation, regional 
dailies commonly offer special home-delivery deals from time to time 
to persuade people to commit themselves to receiving the paper each 
day. For example, in October 2000 the Cairns Post was offering six weeks 
of  six-day-a-week delivery for $25 (normally $37) and Warwick’s Daily 
News, with a cover price of  88c (effectively 90c for over-the-counter 
buyers), was offering six-day-a-week delivery for $3.60 (Pemberton 
2000; Daily News 2000). At Shepparton, the every-day deal is constant, 
whether the buyer has the paper home-delivered or collects it at the 
corner store. These buyers get the five papers for $3.60 a week (The 
News pays the full delivery fee in town and subsidises it to 44c a 
week out of  town). Every-day over-the-counter purchasers have to 
pay a week in advance to qualify for the deal (Hanlon 2000a). The 
Cairns Post makes regular home-delivery pushes through telemarketing 
(Schutt 2000).
In Queensland, Toowoomba’s Chronicle is the only newspaper 
that has established its own home delivery service. It did so within 
the Toowoomba City local government boundaries on 2 July 1951. 
Newsagency deliveries of  The Chronicle are not available within 
Toowoomba (The Chronicle 1986, p.12). When the service began, it 
used three vehicles; in 1993 it used 10; and in 2000, 13. In 1992, 
40.6 percent of  The Chronicle’s total circulation of  30,037 was home-
delivered in Toowoomba alone by the company. This excluded home 
deliveries by newsagents at places such as Pittsworth, Clifton, Oakey, 
Dalby, and so on. In all, fifty percent of  Chronicles were home-delivered 
(Hartnett 1993a). The Toowoomba city home-delivery rate had fallen 
to 31 percent by 2000 (Dorey 2000a). At Shepparton, The News says 
two-thirds of  its five-day-a-week customers have it home delivered 
and one-third collect it from a shop (Hanlon 2000b).
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Community involvement
From the seventies, regional newspapers found it increasingly 
necessary to express their attachment to their communities through 
more than just their news columns and the personal involvement 
of  key staff  members in community organisations and/or local 
government. The newspapers have become heavily involved in 
organising and/or sponsoring community events, especially related 
to sports, entertainment, community welfare and education. They are 
concerned that if  they fail to support these events financially, other 
media will quickly fill the vacuum and gain valuable publicity and 
goodwill. At Toowoomba, The Chronicle has directly sponsored the 
Home Gardens section of  the city’s Carnival of  Flowers since that 
festival’s inception in 1950. Since 1969 it has also sponsored the 
Exhibition Gardens, which have become so much a feature of  the 
carnival. From 1980 to 1991, the paper sponsored regular Free 
Entertainments in the Park (called FREEPs). It sponsors the city’s 
Royal Show and various other shows, such as the horse expo and the 
homes and leisure show. In 2000 it was providing a total of  about 
1,000 newspapers week to the city’s three major hospitals (Hartnett 
1993b; PNQ News 1981a, p.4; PNQ News-Print 1986, p.8; and Dorey 
2000b). Shepparton’s News, after its change to morning publication 
in 1990, introduced discount deals for people taking home deliveries 
and also for over-the-counter buyers paying in advance. The News 
also introduced a Reader Club. The two strategies led to an increase 
of  more than thirty percent in committed purchasers by the end 
of  the April-September audit in 1993 (McMillan 1993a, 1993b and 
1993c). In 1997 Reader Club membership stood at 5,000, or about 
half  the number of  buyers. The membership has leveled off  at about 
5,200, says circulation manager Judi Hanlon (Hanlon 2000a). The 
club is a story in itself  and has a page in each Monday’s paper, with 
a competition offering a good prize, lists of  members’ birthdays and 
anniversaries that week, a whimsical column, news of  member outings 
− the bus trip to the gardens at Mount Macedon in October 2000 
was booked out and so another trip was scheduled for November − 
and other items of  a light nature. Members also qualify for discounts 
at local retailers (The News, Shepparton, 2000, p.26; Hanlon 2000c). 
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The club demands the commitment of  the newspaper’s staff  in 
general and of  the circulation staff  in particular, but the rewards have 
certainly come for the Shepparton News (Walker 1997, p.52).
Newspapers in Education
A concept known as Newspapers in Education (NIE) was 
introduced in America in the 1950s15 and Australia in the late 1970s 
in response to television’s perceived threat to newspaper circulations. 
It was a bold grab for the young readers who were eluding newspapers. 
By 1983 there were well over 600 NIE programs in the US and 
Canada (McFarland 1983, p.23; PNQ News 1981b, p.60). With a little 
encouragement from the Regional Dailies promotional arm, NIE was 
introduced to Australia in 1979. It was initially called Newspapers in 
the Classroom (Sellars 1993; Reye 1993.). Under NIE, the participating 
newspaper provides copies of  its publication to schools, either free or at 
reduced rates, for students to use in classroom exercises which can vary 
from algebra to current affairs. One NIE coordinator, Lynne Cahill, of  
the West Australian, Perth, lists her aims as being to:
1. Promote education (i.e. to provide programs that develop 
literacy and numeracy skills).
2. Develop an awareness of  current events and an inquisitiveness 
about events in society.
3. Link newspapers with education − in meaningful projects.
4. Promote the slogan “Newspapers − reading to learn” (not 
“learning to read”).
“The basis of  all NIE projects,” says Cahill, “is to be true to our 
target audience − teachers, students and parents and not be involved 
in a project just for the sake of  selling newspapers and increasing 
circulation.” Neverthless, NIE’s historical roots are related to the 
fight for newspaper survival. The PANPA NIE Pacific Conference in 
Perth in November 1997 was told that newspapers’ biggest challenge 
for the next millennium was “giving young people the newspaper 
habit for life” (Williams 1997).
By the end of  1988, 13 papers in the Australian Provincial 
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Newspapers Ltd. group, which encompassed the former PNQ 
newspapers, had NIE programs (“Newspapers in Education” 1988). 
Since 1985, the Pacific Area Newspaper Publishers Association 
(PANPA) has held an annual NIE conference, except in 1999 when 
it was cancelled because so many prospective delegates were unable 
to attend for various reasons (PANPA Bulletin 1993, pp.3, 6; Cahill 
2000a). The enthusiasm amongst newspapers across Australia for 
NIE seems to have waned a little during the nineties (Kelett 2000). 
Those who know the scene say the West Australian, the Ballarat Courier 
and the Townsville Bulletin are among the papers that have strong NIE 
programs. In Perth, Lynne Cahill says 1,000 teachers a year attend, 
after school or during school holidays, one of  the West Australian’s 
two-hour courses about how to implement an NIE program. She 
and the paper’s educational coordinator also give presentations at 
state conferences of  professional teaching associations, focusing 
on advantages for the teaching of  reading, English, society and 
environmental and education computing technology and migrant 
education. Cahill is attached to the editorial department, not the 
circulation department (Cahill 2000a). At Ballarat, Joan Steinman has 
two major programs running at The Courier: “The Vibe”, two pages a 
week written and photographed by high-school students and aimed at 
the youth market; and an activity-based NIE page (called “The Suni 
News”, which is sponsored by Sunicrust Bread) on Mondays when 
a total of  1,500 copies of  the paper are sent to 50 schools. Sponsors 
cover the costs (Steinman 2000a). At Toowoomba, where circulation 
manager Michael Dorey is the NIE coordinator, The Chronicle sends 
about 4,000 copies a week to 250 schools. Again, sponsors cover 
basic costs (Dorey 2000b). Both Cahill and Steinman make available 
kits to assist the teachers in their programs. For example, Steinman 
(2000b) helps produce publications such as Finding Your Way Around 
Newspapers and Reading, Writing and the Newspaper; and Cahill (2000b) 
produces a set of  “Language arts activity cards” aimed at Years 
4 to 7 and has coopted journalists on the newspaper to produce 
a booklet on feature writing aimed at teachers so that they can 
assist their students. 
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Editorial strategies
The editorial content of  a newspaper is seen as the ultimate factor 
in determining whether people buy newspapers. For example, a report 
prepared in 2000 for the World Association of  Newspapers lists 
“local content” as the number one challenge facing the newspaper 
industry. The report says newspapers should “never lose sight of  
the fact that they are the “glue” that holds newspapers together” 
(PANPA Bulletin 2000b). Recent editorial strategies adopted at the 
Cairn Post include the introduction of  a “Time Out” section and 
people pages (pages of  pictures of  people at local events) to try to 
capture more of  the youth market. Regional news pages have been 
increased every day to capture readers outside the primary readership 
area. Monday’s Post also includes a sports liftout aimed at the growing 
male readership that day (Schutt 2000). At Wagga Wagga, the Daily 
Advertiser launched a business section on 28 March 2000. In the 
editorial reorganisation that ensued editor McCormack reduced the 
size of  its hallowed sports-reporting staff  from seven to five. The 
paper introduced “Life”, an eight-page full-colour lifestyle section 
on Thursdays (McCormack 2000b). At Warrnambool, The Standard’s 
strategy is to “continue to do what we do best: give readers the total 
news package they need each day”. This comprises an emphasis 
on local news, but also the key national, international, finance and 
sport stories of  the day. Editor Ian Pech (2000) says various special 
sections, such as food, lifestyle, computers and online, have been 
tried at different times since 1995, but each of  these failed from an 
advertising revenue and circulation perspective. “Our biggest success 
is the revamp of  our “On the Land” rural news section which has 
been boosted from four to five pages to a liftout averaging 12 pages 
a week.” Pech is convinced that the best circulation strategy for a 
newspaper such as The Standard is “put the effort into local news 
– specifically hard news”.
Competitions
In the 1980s, newspapers commonly turned to Bingo competitions 
when they wanted a dramatic short-term increase in circulation, with 
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the hope of  smaller but significant long-term gains. Experience soon 
showed that the long-term gains did not warrant the outlay in prizes. 
Competitions designed to boost circulation have generally become 
more modest. In 1999 Toowoomba’s Chronicle announced it would 
enter people subscribing six-days-a-week throughout the year in a 
draw to win prizes valued at $30,000. The prize-winners either had 
their mortgage or rent paid for a year, or won holidays, shopping 
vouchers or dinners. The competition increased the six-day-a-week 
subscribers by 400 in the short-term and 100 in the long term (“Bright 
Ideas” 1999). The Cairns Post runs regular competitions which offer 
prizes such as “pay off  your credit card”, “pay your home loan/rent 
for a year” and “Rugby World Cup tickets”, which rely on people 
having to buy multiple copies of  the newspaper each day (Schutt 
2000). At Warrnambool, The Standard’s conclusion is that contests do 
little to boost long-term circulation, possibly because readership level 
is so high (O’Connor 2000).
Conclusion
The study of  the eight selected regional dailies over fifty years 
revealed that most papers had performed strongly, especially from 
the mid-sixties to the mid-eighties. A general circulation slump had 
taken hold in the nineties, becoming accentuated in the final half  
of  that decade. A more intensive study of  the nineties confirmed 
this, with significant exceptions to the general rule being observed 
at Shepparton and on the Gold Coast. The generally negative 
performance of  the regional dailies in the nineties was significantly 
worse in NSW than in Queensland and Victoria. Three recent 
converts to the tabloid format have improved their circulations since 
ending their broadsheet days. Among the changes experience over 
the fifty years that directly impacted on day-to-day production of  
the newspapers were the conversion from hot-metal to cold type, 
the increases in paging, and the steady increases in cover prices. A 
comparison with population figures decade by decade shows how 
marked the circulation decline really has been on a per capita basis. 
Among the major factors seen as contributing to the circulation 
decline were the pace of  change in society, the gradual impact of  
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television, and the advent of  free newspapers. It is clear that the 
volume of  advertising carried by the free newspapers means that any 
view of  the performance of  the regional dailies that limits itself  to 
circulation figures of  the paid newspapers does not present the 
whole picture. In addition, even though circulations have been 
declining, revenue from newspaper sales has been increasing because 
of  the escalating cover prices. Among the strategies newspapers have 
adopted to combat the declining circulations are incentives for people 
to have their paper home-delivered every day, direct involvement by 
the newspaper in community activities, the Newspapers in Education 
program designed to win lifelong readers by getting youngsters into 
the habit of  reading and using newspapers, new editorial sections 
and competitions. One editor is convinced that the best circulation 
strategy for a newspaper is to focus on local news – “specifically hard 
news”. Finally, the regional dailies appear to have caught the same 
disease as their metropolitan cousins: chronic circulation decline. 
Those newspapers that are making small gains or holding steady 
are working hard at establishing and maintaining close relationships 
with significant sections of  their readership, especially the young 
readers. No better example of  building relationships with a broad 
cross-section of  readership exists than the Shepparton News Reader 
Club, which has achieved great success in maintaining the commitment 
of  existing subscribers and in gradually winning new ones.
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Notes
1 For example, see ‘Regional dailies − solid, sure’, The Great Australian 
Regional Daily, No. 7, August 1974, p.1; ‘Survey shows the value of  
regional dailies’, The Great Australian Regional Daily, No. 9, October 1975, 
p.1; and ‘Regional dailies holding sales better than metros’, PANPA 
Bulletin, July 1993, p.38.
2 New Zealand still has one metropolitan evening daily and 17 regional 
evening dailies. Viz. John Tidey (2000), ‘Life in the afternoon not so rare 
in New Zealand’, PANPA Bulletin, November, p.25.
3 All figures have been rounded off  to the nearest ’000 and all are for 
Monday-to-Saturday circulation.
4 They are: the North-West Star, Mount Isa; Gladstone Observer; Gympie Times; 
Sunshine Coast Daily; Gold Coast Bulletin; Western Advocate, Bathurst; Coffs 
Harbour Advocate; and The News, Shepparton.
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5 Unless otherwise stated, circulation figures quoted throughout this 
paper relate to the April-September audit semester (pre-1990) or the 
January-June semester (1990 onwards).
6 The Warrnambool Standard claims a readership of  82 percent of  the 
local population (O’Connor 2000).
7 Schipp used a multiplier effect of  2.8 per job lost to obtain his figures.
8 See also: ‘Call to unite regional Australia: Newspaper chief  slams 
politicians’, Daily Advertiser, 14 February 1998, p.1; and ‘Bush blitz takes 
its toll’, Daily Advertiser, 9 February 2000, p.1.
9 The Kalgoorlie Miner returned to six issues a week in approximately 
October 1990.
10 The Coffs Harbour Advocate is excluded from the comparison because 
it is not a paid-circulation daily. The Daily News, Warwick, is also 
excluded because it discontinued its membership of  the Audit Bureau 
of  Circulations at the end of  1997.
11 All the metropolitan afternoon dailies closed between 1988 and 1992. In 
the provinces, Dubbo’s Daily Liberal changed to morning publication on 
24 September 1984, the Goulburn Post on 12 October 1987, the Maitland 
Mercury on 5 June 1989, and Shepparton’s News on 6 August 1990. 
12 John Tidey argues that the Northern Territory News is really a regional daily, 
especially when its advertising rates are considered.
13 In 1956 TCN Sydney began transmitting on 16 September, HSV 
Melbourne on 4 November, ABC Sydney on 5 November, ABC 
Melbourne on 18 November, and ATN Sydney on 2 December; GTV 
began on 19 January 1957. In regional Australia, the earliest stations 
began in Victoria: GLV La Trobe Valley, BCV Bendigo and GMV 
Goulburn Valley, on 9, 23 and 23 December 1961 respectively; NBN 
Newcastle, NSW, began on 4 March 1962.
14 Owners of  television sets were required to pay an annual licence fee, 
which was supposed to finance the (then) Australian Broadcasting 
Commission.
15 Loosely in the fifties; more formally in 1965 by the American Newspaper 
Publishers Association.
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